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Aspects of “Sign Language Theatre”
?Through the Activity of “Kurumaza (Theatre Vehicle)” and Dramas Written by 
Rio Kishida?
Fukiko Okada
Rio Kishida (1946-2003) was a playwright who worked with Shuji Terayama 
in an experimental theatre called Tenjo-Sajiki and also wrote dramas of her own. 
Her early works are characterized by beautiful Japanese. However, in the 1990’
s she changed her style. She introduced Korean, English, music, and dance as a 
means of expression without using the Japanese language. She then introduced 
sign language into her plays, “Ai Wo Meguru Guwa - Sora Kara Kita Hito (Fables 
about Love – The Person That Came from the Sky)” (1997) and “Sora Haneul 
Langit (Sky Sky Sky)” (2001). At that time sign language theater was well known 
to the public due to performances produced by the National Theatre of the Deaf 
(NTD) in 1979. Owing to these performances, a lot of sign language theatres 
were established. An actress acting in the two works which I will discuss in this 
paper belonged to the “Nihon-Roujya-Gekidan (Japanese Theatre of the Deaf)”, 
which was established at this time.
In what context was Kishida interested in sign language? How did she in-
troduce sign language in her works?
Before the NTD’s performances, there was a history of sign language theatre 
in Japan, although it is generally not well known. It has been said that “Kuruma-
za (Theatre Vehicle)” was the beginning of this history. In this paper, I will first 
discuss “Kurumaza” and “Nihon-Roujya-Gekidan” to describe one aspect of the 
history of sign language theatre in Japan. This will be done in order to confirm 
the existence of the relationship between the history of “Kurumaza” and the 
“Nihon-Roujya-Gekidan” and the history of Japanese theatre not involving sign 
language. I will then examine Kishida’s view of language. Finally, I will analyze 
her two dramas, “Ai Wo Meguru Guwa - Sora Kara Kita Hito” and “Sora Haneul 
Langit”, to examine some of the roles of the characters that use sign language.
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